Long term follow-up of a large cohort of inactive HBsAg (+)/ HBeAg (-)/ anti-HBe (+) carriers in Greece.
To investigate the long-term outcome and the risk of progression to chronic hepatitis B in inactive hepatitis B surface antigen carriers. A total of 307 HBsAg (+)/HBeAg (-)/antiHBe (+) subjects with initially normal alanine aminotransferase (ALT) levels and undetectable/ low serum HBVDNA with hybridization assay and later with PCR (10(5) copies/ml), were followed-up every 6 months for a period of 3 to 21 years (7.45 +/- 3.75 years). 234 out of the 307 HBsAg (+) patients (76.2%) had persistently normal ALT and undetectable / low (10(5) copies/ml) HBVDNA during follow-up. In 73 patients (23.8%), a reactivation of the disease with elevated ALT and positive HBVDNA (> (10(5)copies/ml) was recorded during the follow up. Thirty-five out of 73 patients underwent liver biopsy, while 22 of them received treatment. Twenty-four patients (7.8%) lost HBsAg after a mean of 7.4 +/- 3.6 years. Regarding the complications of chronic hepatitis B, only one patient developed compensated cirrhosis and no one developed HCC. Our results show that in almost 24% of inactive chronic hepatitis B carriers reactivation of the disease may occur even after many years. However the risk of liver-related complications is very low in these subjects.